Future-proofing journalism: Youthful tastes and the challenge for the academy by Harrington, Stephen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Harrington, Stephen (2008) Future-proofing journalism : youthful tastes and the 
challenge for the academy. Continuum : Journal of Media & Cultural Studies, 22(3). pp. 
395-407. 
 
 
     © Copyright 2008 Taylor & Francis 
ACCEPTED SUBMISSION FOR CONTINUUM: 
 
 
 
 
Future-Proofing Journalism: Youthful Tastes 
and the Challenge for the Academy 
 
 
 
 
 
Stephen Harrington 
Associate Lecturer & PhD Candidate 
Media and Communication 
Creative Industries Faculty 
Queensland University of Technology, Australia 
 
Z6-510, Kelvin Grove Campus 
Queensland University of Technology 
GPO Box 2434 
Brisbane, QLD 4001 
Em: s.harrington@qut.edu.au 
Ph:  +61 (7) 3138 8177 
Fx: +61 (7) 3138 8195 
 
 
 
 
THIS PAPER HAS NOT BEEN PUBLISHED PREVIOUSLY, AND IS NOT 
CURRENTLY UNDER CONSIDERATION FOR ANY OTHER PUBLICATION. 
 2
Future-Proofing Journalism: Youthful 
Tastes and the Challenge for the 
Academy 
 
 
I’m sure there was a time when they were saying, “you know, only half the 
people get their news from town criers that used to”… I don’t think this is a 
generation that’s less engaged. I don’t think there’s more apathy. I don’t think 
anything of the kind about these kids.  
– Jon Stewart (cited in Schlosser, 2003, p. 28) 
 
In current discourses about news and young people, there are two main 
trends. One is the focus on the youth audience’s apparent disinterest in the 
news, which is supposed evidence of their shallowness and lack of felt civic 
responsibility (see Buckingham, 1999, p. 171). This is characterised as the 
seed of a societal malaise which gradually undermines the media’s important 
place in informing democracy. Despite the traditional news media’s many 
attempts to appeal to this demographic, academics still talk about them as ‘a 
generation that rejects news’ (Sternberg, 2002, p. 308). The second, and 
more common, current of ‘pervasive pessimism’ (McNair, 2000, p. 197) 
suggests that media is the problem in the first place; that a casual drive 
downmarket in commercial news has distracted young people from ‘serious’ 
news. Both arguments paint a picture that younger generations consistently 
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avoid engaging with the news at all costs, and are instead distracted by 
mindless entertainment, ‘reality’ television and celebrity gossip – the very 
things which allegedly have no value in the political economy. The typical 
extension of this logic is that young people, (unfairly) depicted as ‘the ultimate 
face of political apathy’ (McKee, 2005, p. 184), represent a looming danger to 
the future of enlightened, informed public discourse . 
 
This picture of impending cultural demise is, however, one image that 
this paper seeks to repaint. Because the mainstream news agenda has 
largely alienated this audience group (Sternberg, 2002; Evans & Sternberg, 
2000; Katz, 1992, 1993), they are simply going elsewhere for their news, to 
sources which many will simply not accept as worthy or valid. It is not that 
young people are switching off the news (or do not care about staying 
informed, for that matter), but are instead switching over to forms of news that 
are more interesting and relevant to them. To illustrate this argument I will 
offer textual and qualitative evidence of this phenomenon, paying particular 
attention to research conducted into the Australian TV program The Panel. 
While not wishing to overstate the originality of the assertions about young 
citizens and news media (as they have been made elsewhere by 
Buckingham, 2000; Katz, 1992; Sternberg, 1998; 2004, among others), in this 
paper I argue that this trend (here further supported by qualitative evidence) 
has important implications for the future of journalism as a profession, and 
therefore for journalism education in the academy. 
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YOUNG PEOPLE AND ‘THE NEWS’ 
Nearly every major investigation into young people and mainstream news 
over the past ten years has foreseen a bleak future. In its 2006 annual report, 
the Project for Excellence in Journalism (2006) again followed this trend as it 
reported audience declines across almost all the major news forms in the 
United States, but particularly amongst younger audiences for newspapers 
and network television: ‘The underlying problems of network news continue 
without apparent interruption’, and while the ‘audience for news continues to 
skew old… advertisers remain preoccupied with the young’ (2006). For 
newspapers, they state that in 2006, ‘executives at best hoped only to slow 
the bleeding.’ Most interesting, however, was the revelation that there have 
not been sufficient audience increases in online and subscription television 
consumption (with these figures remaining mostly steady), certainly not 
enough to account for the recent losses suffered by newspapers and network 
news (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2006). 
 
I openly acknowledge at the outset that young people’s disinterest in 
news has seemed to be an age-old problem; that they have never been 
particularly interested in mainstream news (certainly it might be possible for 
the results of the research mentioned above to be construed as such). 
However, if this were the case, ratings for ‘boring, conventional news 
programming’ (Turner, 2005, p. 82) and newspaper circulation figures should 
be remaining generally constant, but in reality the numbers are actually falling. 
This downward trend would suggest that the phenomenon is more than just 
an age-old problem, but is a real and growing problem for news professionals 
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(see also Costera Meijer, 2007, p. 96-97). If the ‘measure of journalists' 
success is their relationship with their audience’ (Windschuttle, 1998b, p. 41), 
then traditional journalism is apparently not achieving a great deal of success 
with younger audiences. Turner (2001, p. 56) even suggests that this 
demographic ‘might be permanently lost to television news. They have simply 
found other sources, and the future of the industry has been gambled away.’ 
 
This large scale movement away from traditional news sources by 
younger people has most noticeably been felt by newspapers, which have 
typically responded by ‘spicing up’ their medium in regard to layout, images, 
and overall change to a tabloid size (Raeymaeckers, 2004; Morton, 2005). 
Such a manoeuvre is essentially a stop-gap solution though, likely only to 
work in the short term – if at all – to slow the audience haemorrhage rather 
than reverse it. For TV news professionals, this group is also considered to be 
one of the most difficult demographic segments to capture and maintain (Katz, 
1993; Lumby, 2002; Sternberg, 2002, 1998). While many blame the trend on 
the need to appeal to young people, ‘tabloid’ versions of TV news and current 
affairs may not be very different either, as younger viewers have mostly not 
been seduced by their flagrant attempts at audience maximisationi (see 
Turner, 2005). Maybe generations X and Y have become so accustomed to 
taking the various claims of the media with a metaphoric grain of salt that they 
now easily see through the fact that many commercial news shows fail to live 
up the hype they create for themselves in the pursuit of ratings: that they too 
often ‘grandiosely [promise] to tell viewers all they need to know, only to fail’ 
(Gray, 2006). 
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While it is a massively overplayed cliché, there may still be much truth to 
the claim that ‘Attitude is what excites [young people], not information’ 
(Schechter, 2003, p. 12). Modern news reporting, one could argue, is so 
devoid of excitement (even the visually dazzling versions), so monotonous, 
appropriating such a rigid, alienating presentational style that young people 
are – understandably – choosing to go elsewhere for their news. The 
programs they switch over to, however, are not inherently worse because they 
do not display the generic features of that which we have come to expect from 
TV news. Instead, by conveniently sidestepping the traditional conception of 
journalism – and so too its limitations – new forms of TV news are making 
significant steps towards bridging some of the gap currently existing between 
journalism and younger audiences (Lumby, 2002; Katz, 1992).  
 
 
PLAYING WITH THE ‘SERIOUS’  
While we may well worry about the inability for news to appeal to young 
audiences, perhaps there should be some optimism for the ability of 
entertainment programs to successfully perform this same function. Some 
Australian examples of this include Attitude, McFeast and The Chaser (and its 
numerous variants – now The Chaser’s War on Everything) all of which 
further blur the distinctions between the genres that can inform and the 
genres that can entertain on television. Andrew Denton’s Enough Rope is an 
entertainment program (in the mould of Parkinson), yet in 2003 it earned its 
host a Walkley Award – Australian journalism’s highest honour – for 
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interviewing (see Casimir, 2004). One of Australia’s most respected 
journalists, George Negus, also played with the concept of an entertaining 
news hybrid in his now defunct ABC program George Negus Tonight. That 
program blended informative elements into a variety-show format featuring a 
greater range of information – and methods of enquiry – than one might find 
on traditional news. Negus was, as Andrew Denton is doing still, ‘producing a 
form of news and current affairs that is socially interrogative and progressive, 
relevant to people’s everyday lives and enjoyable, therefore increasing the 
possibility that it will be actively watched’ (Sternberg, 1995, p. 43).  
 
Journalists across the world have (for many years) run stories with the 
intent of exposing the unhealthy nature of fast food, mostly to no detrimental 
effect to corporations such as McDonalds who have seemingly sold as much 
product as they ever did. In the film Supersize Me, however, Morgan Spurlock 
ignored any sense of objectivity, and almost all journalistic customs, to 
demonstrate so graphically (in a highly personal, subjective, even ‘tabloid’ 
treatment) the consequences of McDonalds diet. Rather than scientifically 
testing Big Macs and telling the audience in a quasi-parental tone exactly how 
much fat, salt, sugar or questionable meat may be present in that product, the 
film tried a different and far more entertaining approach, and thus its message 
resonated with the public like never before. For the first time McDonalds’ 
Australian CEO hastily appeared in a face-saving commercial to mitigate 
some of the image-loss they were faced with after such an exercise. 
McDonalds genuinely appeared to be concerned then, all thanks to Supersize 
Me and the power of popularity – not the power of neutrality or objectivity. 
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Clearly then, laying claim to being a serious ‘news’ text is no longer a pre-
requisite for generating a high level of social and cultural impact. In fact, the 
opposite may well be the case amongst certain audience groups. 
 
Consider, then, when Michael Moore encouraged possible presidential 
candidates running for the 2000 US election to jump into a ‘mobile mosh pit’ to 
crowd-surf on a collection of young American voters, with the consenting 
candidate winning the endorsement of his program, The Awful Truth. The 
often over-riding sense of self-importance – and lack of complicity with a 
humorous request – of those candidates who refused spoke volumes about 
their political priorities, and perhaps also their default mode of stern, serious 
talk. Republican nominee Alan Keyes was the only candidate willing to 
participate. Later criticised by his fellow presidential hopefuls because the 
heavy rock music he crowd-surfed to was by Rage Against the Machine – a 
supposedly ‘anti-family’ and pro-cop-killing bandii – the entire event so 
perfectly highlighted the enormous credibility gap that seems to exist between 
many young people and their potential congressional representatives. More 
interestingly perhaps, The Awful Truth then tracked the unexpected success 
of Keyes following that event, illustrating that such events are not always 
worthless media stunts, but can be a legitimate and very telling overlap of 
politics and popular culture.  
 
A program receiving a great deal of attention at the moment (see Jones, 
2005; Feldman, 2007; Coorey, 2004; Grossman, 2004; Walker, 2004) is 
American ‘Fake News’ program The Daily Show, which is a vivid illustration of 
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the way in which the rules of journalism can be broken very successfully. At a 
time in the United States when many journalists clearly dread the thought of 
vigorously questioning those in high offices for fear of ‘emboldening the 
enemy’ or being labelled ‘anti-American’ (for instance, see Dan Rather's 
comments in Engel, 2002) – following the Bush administration’s ‘if you’re not 
with us, you’re against us’ rhetoric (see Miller, 2007, p. 111)iii – Jon Stewart 
and his ‘fake news’ team have not shied away from critique in the way their 
‘real’ counterparts often have. The Daily Show’s humour and very clever 
claims to fake-ness have seen it thoroughly interrogate contemporary politics 
under the auspices of late-night comedy, therefore avoiding the kind of 
accusations (described above) that can so quickly de-legitimise ‘old’ political 
television programsiv. It has offered a powerful form of media criticism, 
emerging unscathed because its words are always ‘cloaked in the jester’s 
jests’ (Jones, 2005). Such an approach clearly highlights many of the areas in 
which traditional journalism has recently struggled: 
 
The Daily Show represents an important experiment in journalism, one that 
contains much significance for the ongoing redefinition of news… The blending 
of news and satire confronts a system of political communication that largely 
has degenerated into soundbites and spin with critical inquiry… Lying just 
beneath or perhaps imbricated within the laughter is quite a serious demand for 
fact, accountability, and reason in political discourse. (Baym, 2005, p. 273) 
 
While it is easy to dismiss the significance of such a program on the 
premise that politics has always been a part of popular culture, I contend (like 
Baym, 2007) that The Daily Show, and programs like it, are becoming an ever 
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more central part of mainstream political discourse. They are, quite possibly, 
representative of a far larger shift, where entertainment is becoming even 
more firmly entrenched within the political systemv, rather acting as something 
which merely pokes fun from a distance. Jon Stewart may be an entertainer, 
but he is now almost as significant a player in the world of mediatised US 
politics as Larry King or Wolf Blitzer. That a string of world leaders (including 
Pakistan’s President Pervez Musharraf and Bolivia’s President Evo Morales) 
have appeared on The Daily Show to engage in humorous, reasoned 
dialogue about serious issues only further confirms its significance within 
existing debates about journalism and the public sphere. 
 
Although it has received little academic consideration, The Panel is a 
similar Australian example of the way in which television can be both 
enjoyable and informative. Screening on Australia’s (commercial) Ten 
Network from 1998-2004vi, the premise of this show is very simple: around a 
desk, a ‘panel’ of five people and their guests discuss issues between one 
another in a way that effectively emulates natural interpersonal conversation. 
The show also echoes normal social dialogue, in that the panellists do not 
directly address cameras, nor do they speak to their live studio audience. In 
fact, the show is so reliant on this authentic conversation that it was simulcast 
on radio for many years without visual prompts of any kind. It is constructed 
and planned like any other program, but the live, flowing, and often very 
humorous analysis undertaken by a group of intelligent people is, I would 
argue, another significant example of news being approached in new and 
exiting ways on television. 
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THE PANEL AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE 
In order to test some of the suggestions discussed above, small-scale focus 
group research was conducted with members of The Panel’s audience. In 
each focus group, the participants, who epitomised the Ten Network’s core 
demographic (they were all under 30 years of age) were screened an episode 
of The Panel and questioned about their responses to itvii. The following 
discussion builds further on the assertions that I have made previously (see 
Harrington, 2005) about this show’s potential as a discursive and, to a large 
extent, ‘youthful’ news program.  
 
One of the most important findings of the research was that (as initially 
suspected) many participants recognised the potential of the show as a news 
source, acknowledging that they would be more inclined to watch it because 
of its entertaining nature: 
 
SUSIE: …I’d never sort of sit down and get my information or news from The 
Panel. 
EVE: Oh, I do. Well, sometimes I do, because I don’t watch the actual news 
because I think it is so boring. And so sometimes it’s nice to have a program 
like The Panel where you can watch it, and you don’t really have to pay that 
much attention, you know, they laugh about it, and you kind of do get the news 
stories out of it as well. 
MANDY: Yeah, true. [With] the news, like, you do actually get the point of the 
story, but [with The Panel] you do get it in a different perspective, rather than 
just, “People are dying!” Or, “The world is coming to an end!” 
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SUSIE: Yeah. 
 
LAURA: I would definitely choose to watch The Panel, and as you saidviii like I’d 
probably feel obliged to watch the news so I knew what was going on, but I 
enjoy having a laugh, and, quite frankly, the news is so depressing sometimes. 
You watch the news and every story is just … (mimes being overwhelmed). 
 
Perhaps reflecting the tendency for news to be identified in generic terms, all 
of the focus group participants did (to varying degrees) see the show as 
capable of producing and discussing current affairs – that it provide them with 
‘information’, or, at least, perspectives on it – but few actually saw it directly as 
a ‘news’ show. Some participants even noted that the show discussed issues 
in much greater depth than mainstream television news formats. Trent, a 27 
year-old participant, alluded to this in his response, saying that, unlike what 
‘the news’ covers, the show appeared to centre on the topics ‘people have 
been talking about’, and that ‘there is a lot of things they’d cover that the 
normal news wouldn’t’. 
 
ADAM: It seems like the middle-ground as well, ‘cos you’ve got the news on 
one end, and stuff like Comedy Inc. impressing you with satire and that, which 
hammer, basically, what has been on the news. And then you’ve got The Panel 
in the middle. 
 
Another aspect of the program is that its blend of entertaining and informative 
content results in the show, for some, becoming an important link between 
everyday knowledge and larger political realms. That is, through humorous, 
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rational dialogue, it can bridge the world of ‘macro’ politics – requiring elitist 
knowledge (Livingstone & Lunt, 1994, p. 101) – with ‘micro’ politics and inter-
personal discourse (Fiske, 1989b, 1989a). Buckingham (2000, p. 34, 
emphasis added) points out that linking these two realms is a ‘central 
educational issue’, and may therefore be an important step in the process of 
political learning. The Panel may therefore empower its younger audience to 
engage in the public sphere to a greater degree than more traditional news 
formats.  
 
ERIN: Yeah well it’s much more real isn’t it? It’s not like the things they present 
on the news aren’t true, but they’re someone’s opinions as well – an 
interpretation – which is kind of what The Panel is but in a much more 
interesting and maybe personal way as well, and relative to, particularly, our 
age group. 
 
LAURA: I think it appeals to people our age, you know, being able to sit around 
with mates and watch a show like that where you can have a few laughs. 
 
While most of the participants were extremely enthusiastic about the 
show’s potential in the public sphere, the support was not totally 
unproblematic. Several of the older participants in the study actually adopted 
a discourse of concern over the quality of the show’s presenters, that because 
they are (or at least perceived as) ‘normal’ people – in that they are not 
journalists, at least in a professional definition – they are for some reason not 
qualified  to make public their personal opinions.  
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JASON: I don’t trust them… They might talk about an argument like 
Palestinians and Israelis and have two, like a ten second discussion about it, 
and it could be completely wrong, or their opinion might sound right because 
they’re on TV, and people agree with that without knowing all the facts. 
 
TRENT: …sometimes I guess they might fall into problems where they might 
say something and it may not be their whole opinion, and you might get an 
opinion on the topic, so I guess it can be a bit dangerous… 
 
Jason’s lack of ‘trust’ here should be viewed in context, as he did not like 
the show (the only one of all participants), but Trent’s use of the word 
‘dangerous’ sits in contrast to the fact that he still liked the program for its 
ability to wrap up the week’s events in an entertaining way. What this may 
illustrate quite clearly is that while someone like Trent uses The Panel as a 
source of news and information, they still adopted the discourse common to 
traditional news: that the normative standards of journalism are required in 
order to be a ‘worthy’ and legitimate form of news production. Certainly at the 
centre of these anxieties lies a general worry about people being duped by 
biased coverage. Offsetting that, however, was the idea that inclusion and 
diversification of more of those opinions creates a natural form of balance in 
the proceedings. This appears to work from the theory that by relying on more 
(in this case five) people to give you news and information, the likelihood that 
the information in question will be biased – or in the words of James, have ‘a 
slant’ – will therefore be reduced: 
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JAMES: That’s why The Panel is good. [It’s] an easy going forum, where they 
discuss the issue… they put their little slant on it, but… they rebut each other or 
whatever if they disagree. And so it’s definitely not a biased thing that’s drilled 
at you from one perspective.  
 
SUSIE: It comes across unbiased, like when you are sitting there watching the 
news, it is just one person’s aspect. Whereas, with The Panel, you’ve got other 
people discussing it and putting forward their views… 
 
MANDY: Yeah… It comes from different points of view, and different aspects of 
the news. 
 
To further address these notions of ‘bias’, it must be noted that the show 
should be contextualised within a very large and diverse media environment. 
One could argue that it is not a complete news source on its own, but is 
actually ‘redacting’ (see Hartley, 2000) the already massive amount of news 
that is already widely available within the media. Several people in the focus 
groups supported this notion by articulating very bluntly that it complements 
their available news sources; if they wanted to know more detail about the 
topics raised by the program, they could, potentially, go and conduct further 
research elsewhere (particularly via the internet). If this is the case, then the 
show can be quite a significant way of simply bringing certain issues into the 
consciousness of this part of its audience, allowing them to be more fully 
understood through other, more detailed and diverse, news media sources, 
should the need (or interest) arise. This is in keeping with MacDonald’s (2000, 
p. 254; see also Fiske, 1989a, p. 192) claim that ‘the central objective of 
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current affairs journalism is to be knowledge-enabling rather than simply 
informational.’ 
 
BRIAN: Pretty much I do [further research] with everything that I listen to or 
watch as well, I mean a lot of stuff that anybody tells me I might go and I’ll look 
it up, or I find out more information, I mean, because I’m “Google-friendly” you 
know? 
 
ROCHELLE: … If it [shows] something that triggers your interest, then you can 
go and look it up on the net. 
 
 
THE DEMOCRACY OF CONVERSATION 
The second major finding of this research was that while The Panel’s more 
casual, entertaining dialogue about the news and events of the past week is a 
kind of news presentation which empowers audiences far moreso than ‘old’ 
news formats. If the rational-critical debate which underpins the public sphere 
is a social discussion of ‘relevant information affecting the public good’ 
(Curran, 1996, p. 83), then The Panel can also be thought of as a mediatised 
replication of the rational-critical debate so important to the public sphere. The 
power of the show lies not in its status as an authentic open forum (unlike a 
talk show, it is actually closed off completely to the public), but in the potential 
for the show’s format to allow audiences to engage in discussions of their 
own. Rather than presenting polar extremes of an argument (often a tool for 
simplistic debate), this spectrum of opinion allows people to identify with the 
topics under discussion, thereby as I have suggested previously, harnessing 
 17
the natural ‘democracy of conversation’ (see Rob Sitch's comments in 
Harrington, 2005, p. 81). 
 
ADAM: …You can start to have your own opinion about it because you don’t 
think, “Well, because the news says it, then that’s right”… But with this you can 
say, “That’s terrible, that’s great”. 
 
In fact this ability was so overwhelming and immediate in one focus group that 
the sound of the television was, on several occasions, drowned out by the 
sound of the group discussing topics as they were raised by the show. Some 
respondents even cited journalism’s relentless objectivity as a downfall 
because it leaves them feeling as though the opinions they form as a result of 
certain stories, with only bare over-filtered facts, may be a ‘bad’ or misguided 
one, therefore making them less likely to engage in conversation about the 
issue in daily life as a result of this fear. Due to its openness and variation of 
opinions, The Panel may instead provide people with the knowledge and 
confidence to assert their own thoughts on current affairs, therefore helping to 
create a public sphere of some sort. In this way, The Panel has the ability to 
equip its audience with the discursive tools which facilitate their own 
discussions of news and current affairs – further affirmation of Fiske’s (1989a, 
p. 197) desire for news with a greater number of voices, degrees of openness 
and points of view. In several cases participants also noted that the panellists, 
like most young people, do not take themselves too seriously – that, as Erin 
noted, ‘They pay-out on themselves’ – nor make claims to know everything on 
a given subject: 
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ERIN: I like the way they don’t claim to know everything. He especially was 
saying, or someone was saying, “can you tell me about that? Because I don’t 
really know.” 
 
While it has been suggested previously that world of TV news seems 
foreign to many viewers – that it ‘might almost be beamed in from another 
planet’ (Lewis, 1991, p. 152) – the panellists’ use of everyday language 
means that this program does not appear to produce such feelings among 
viewers. Importantly, the people discussing the news on this show appear to 
live in the same world and speak the same language as young viewers (not 
formalised ‘news-speak’), therefore making them more capable of connecting 
with viewers’ lived experiences. In some cases, The Panel was seen by 
participants as a somewhat accurate reflection of the way they discuss news 
with their friends: 
 
ADAM: To me The Panel is if we sat around and watched the news we’d be our 
own version of The Panel now… 
 
BRIAN: [The Panel is] pretty much like having a conversation with your friends 
at work. 
 
Although it is impossible to fully verify in this context, this program’s 
discursive elements may, significantly, allow its audience to think about that 
information for longer than the apparently fleeting moments experienced by 
those who only watch ‘old’ news (Dahlgren, 1988; Sternberg, 2004, p. 341). 
As Dahlgren (1995, p. 57) states: ‘people are better able to recall, 
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comprehend and relate news stories to their own lives via talk with other 
people.’ 
 
ADAM: And if it sort of makes you laugh straight away, you can relate to it 
miles easier. Like if there was one news article on the main news that that 
newsreader said something stupid afterwards, that would be the one you’d 
remember. Even if the first headline was massive, you’re going to be, “Ha, can 
you believe he said that?!”, so it’s good the way they get people to remember it. 
 
One of the most surprising things about The Panel is that its style is 
clearly popular amongst young people – after-all, it lasted for seven seasons 
on a ‘youth’ television network (see Stockbridge, 2000; Green, 2001) – yet it 
adopts an extremely basic, visually unexciting format. This may be evidence 
that the key to attracting a younger audience is not the use of ‘funky’ or lively 
visualsix, youthful language or trivial stories. Larger-scale changes towards 
being a more dynamic and diverse profession may be required in order to 
successfully recapture the young viewers which so many media outlets are 
presently mourning the loss of. And so, if the research thus far discussed in 
this paper is further evidence that young people are using a range of media 
genres to keep themselves informed, a crucial – and thus far largely ignored – 
question should then be: how can these major developments be reflected 
institutionally? If we are, to use Turner’s (1996) phrase, ‘post-journalism’, how 
can the academy best adapt to this changing status quo?  
 
 
A ‘POST-JOURNALISM’ EDUCATION 
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Nothing disables journalism more than thinking that current practice is 
somehow in the nature of things. (Carey, 1997, p. 331) 
 
If the examples I have invoked in this paper are indeed a warning of what 
is yet to come in terms of changing patterns of production and consumption, 
then journalism educators may face a looming crisis which must be 
successfully negotiated. In fact, talking about news without the crowning 
legitimation of professional qualification may be presenting a bleak outlook for 
journalism education and a possible threat to job security for those who work 
in it. Though this paper could be construed as a suggestion that traditional 
journalism will one day be a pointless undertaking, this is actually far from the 
case. Instead, I argue that the teaching of journalism should be refined, 
strengthened and, most importantly, expanded – that it should equip 
graduates with a more solid theoretical understanding of journalism’s function 
in society. 
 
Although arguing that journalism graduates should have a better 
understanding of media and culture is often a good concept in theory, there 
still exists a schism (one that likely appears larger than it really is) between 
Journalism and Cultural Studies. Because ‘Cultural inquiry forces an 
examination of the tensions between how journalism likes to see itself and 
how it looks in the eyes of others’ (Zelizer, 2004, p. 103), journalism studies 
worldwide has often been uncomfortable when it comes to cultural 
investigations of its own practices. As Hartley (1999, p. 25) puts it: ‘Cultural 
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studies has more been interested in the cultural/textual form of “news” than in 
the professional/industrial institution of “journalism”’, and has tended ‘…since 
the 1970s to criticise the media, [not] assist them’ (p. 23). This tension last 
surfaced when the ‘media wars’ broke out between Australian cultural studies 
academics and tertiary journalism educators during the mid 1990s (see Flew 
& Sternberg, 1999; also Turner, 2000). Though I have no intention to add 
further fuel to the fire on this particular matter, nor to imply that all journalism 
courses are identical, it is still important to continually examine the degree to 
which journalism education currently reflects the real depth and breadth of 
news production in the 21st century. I therefore advocate an approach to 
Journalism education that Mark Deuze has termed ‘liquid journalism studies’: 
 
As scholars of media and society in our studies of journalism, I strongly 
believe it is our responsibility to dismember the pervasive rhetoric of solid 
modernity in our assessments of newswork, thus letting journalism die in peace. 
In its place, we must reconstruct a professional identity for media practitioners 
that is liquid: a liquid journalism… A journalism studies that fails to acknowledge 
the evolutionary changes expressed in tomorrow’s new media ecology will 
become a zombie journalism studies – alive, but dead at the same time. 
(Deuze, 2006) 
 
Instead of viewing a degree in journalism as a one-size-fits-all 
qualification, perhaps we should, as Hartley (1995, p. 27) notes, be looking to 
engage students with an expansive ‘field of knowledge’, and ‘branch of 
learning’ (p. 23). Rather than show future journalists how to simply ‘[saturate] 
the public with bits and bytes of information’ (Schudson, 1998, p. 30), we 
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should have them consider ways of helping the public make sense of that 
information, interpret it, and use it in a meaningful way. Instead of simply 
lauding the profession as a somehow ideal means of communicating news 
(with little regard paid to the reasons for its existence in the first place), it may 
be far more useful for graduates to primarily know the way in which this work 
is read, understood, and used in an everyday context by audiences (see 
Hartley, 1995). Rather than teaching the genre, we should attempt to 
demonstrate how the entire textual system operates; or at least move further 
and further away from ‘reducing the news into a set of technical operations’ 
(Hartley, 1996, p. 39), towards a complete understanding the entire field.  
 
Students should be constantly questioning ‘journalism’s customs and 
habits, its conventional wisdom’ and its so-called ‘common sense’, while 
remaining fully aware that there will almost always be ‘a gap between what 
journalism is and has been and what journalism ought to be’ (Glasser, 2006, 
p. 149). This teaching mode should allow students to find their own way, their 
own style, and be encouraged to explore the outer boundaries of the 
profession to have a more complete understanding of its centre. If our future 
journalists are encouraged to experiment and stretch conventions, they will 
either come up with a more relevant and interesting type of journalism, or they 
will have a greater appreciation of its traditional form. The worst feeling to 
instil in students is the notion that journalism has reached an evolutionary 
pinnacle, because tertiary journalism education should shape the profession, 
not push it into the future while facing it the wrong direction (i.e. towards the 
past). 
 23
 
Demonising the exploration of new approaches to the profession is akin 
to demonising music students for daring to come up with a cutting-edge style 
(rather then merely following classical forms). Students of any art form – or 
branch of philosophy, for that matter – must, at some stage, be encouraged to 
experiment. At the moment, an education in journalism might be simply 
encouraging students to valorise the sort of programs which people are 
starting to switch off, not to understand why this trend might be occurring in 
the first place. In the 21st century, it is extremely important to have students of 
the discipline understand the ‘role that the popular media do play in producing 
and distributing knowledge’ (Hartley, 1996, p. 156). So maybe, as Graeme 
Turner (2005, p. 88) suggests, we could learn many lessons from Michael 
Moore. 
 
Deuze (2006) almost wholly summarises the argument when he notes: 
 
Perhaps we should remember that the most powerful person on the planet, 
U.S. president George W. Bush, in 2003 proudly announced not to read 
newspapers… Roh Moo Hyun, president of South Korea… after winning his 
country’s 2002 election: He gave his first exclusive interview to the citizen 
journalism website Ohmynews. If these are our society’s examples, we are not 
helping by trying to rhetorically whiplash journalism back within its definitional, 
institutional, and ideological boundaries. 
 
Evolution was once one of the defining features of mainstream journalism, 
and this evolution must recommence – perhaps following in the footsteps of 
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some of the examples used in this paper – if it wants to hold out any serious 
hope of ‘reaching da youth’ (Schechter, 2003) once again. Journalism 
students probably need to know this if their craft is to survive the future intact. 
Even if subjective, ‘new’ forms of journalism and political inquiry are merely 
‘Sideshow Alley’ (Conley, 1997, p. 216), as my first undergraduate journalism 
textbook suggested, they may still be important means of luring young people 
to the show in the first place. Being open to expansion beyond the rigid and 
formal discourses which have defined it for so many years may be vital for the 
future of journalism should it wish to fully realise ‘the possibility of the form’ 
(McKnight, 2001, p. 57). This way it can be commercially sustainable and – 
crucially – remain the indispensable cultural object is today. 
 
Journalism courses should not just prepare students for the profession by 
imitating the profession. Is the quality of journalism currently so high that our 
only responsibility is to preserve it by replicating it? Journalism courses should, 
instead, be places where new ideas - ideas that might improve the quality of 
journalism - are born and tested. (Stephens, 2006, p. 151) 
 
That journalists can be judged as much on their physical appearance as 
their specialised knowledge (in television at least), and that many employers 
of journalists value ‘on the job’ experience over academic qualification 
suggests to me that journalism education needs to assert its relevance by 
‘interrogat[ing] the practice’ (Glasser, 2006, p. 149), rather than just through 
teaching it. Given the very small percentage of Australian journalism 
graduates who are actually ending up in conventional journalistic employment 
(see, for instance, Alysen, 2005) – that is, the direct production of news – this 
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should be sitting right at the top of journalism studies’ agenda for change. 
Maybe the answer for journalism studies is for it to position itself more as a 
branch of philosophy, and prove its worth through interdisciplinarity: by being 
a field of enquiry that can inform other sites of knowledge, rather than acting 
in an insular manner to entrench its own axioms.  
 
Journalism as a profession is still extremely valuable, but continuing to 
act as though its traditional form were the only ‘indexical and referential 
presentation of the world at hand’ (Zelizer, 2004, p. 103) is – as I have 
attempted to demonstrate in this paper – an untenable and, in the long-term, 
potentially detrimental stance. Glasser (2006, p. 148) notes that contemporary 
journalism eduction struggles to track the changes in the field let alone inform 
them, and the fact that many of the news sources discussed in this paper 
have gone unrecognised by those in both academic and professional circles 
seems to offer further evidence of this. Programs like The Panel represent a 
challenge to long-established conceptions of news, but, if anything, this 
should be seen as an opportunity to expand students’ understanding of 
journalism’s place within the public sphere. A shift to ‘liquid’ journalism 
education might not be a magic solution to the issues posed in this paper, but 
it may mean the academy can at least more readily respond to these 
developments. Rather than acting as mere ‘guardians’ of tradition, Journalism 
educators must therefore continually ensure that graduates are future-
proofed, and can therefore survive the many more upheavals and audience 
viewing shifts that will undoubtedly occur in the course of their professional 
careers. 
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Conclusion: Journalism and Cultural Studies 
In effect, this argument of this paper has been double-edged. The first 
argument is that just because the televisual presentation of information now 
does not always look or feel like the stern paternalism of Walter Cronkite does 
not mean that it is not news or worthy of respect. Entertainment and news are 
currently being utilised together in hitherto unforseen ways, and is a trend that 
should not necessarily alarm political economists. This paper has offered 
further evidence, via primary research, that young people are certainly 
interested in news and politics, but not as most journalists would recognise it. 
Looked at in this way, we might better recognise that we are not in the grips of 
a crisis-point in public life, but that it only seems so because people are not 
always getting their news from the sources society has come to exclusively 
recognise over the course of modernity.  
 
The second aspect to this paper’s argument is, fundamentally, that only 
through the study of culture and journalism together can we fully understand 
and appreciate the true nature and extent of this very significant shift in media 
consumption patterns. So rather than suggesting that journalism and cultural 
studies are diametrically opposed to each other and should therefore keep 
their distance between them (see Windschuttle, 1998a for example), there 
may actually be ‘much to profit from a more solid and fruitful convergence’ 
(Zelizer, 2004, p. 100) of journalism and post-structural cultural theory. 
Together they may still question each other’s modes of enquiry for mutual 
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benefit, rather than argue their respective intellectual supremacy: together 
providing a kind of media and journalism education ‘that links the untidy and 
textured materiel of journalism – its symbols, ideologies, rituals, conventions, 
and stories – with the larger world in which journalism takes shape’ (Zelizer, 
2004, p. 101). By letting the apparently futile ‘media wars’ arguments pass 
into history, both of these paradigms of knowledge may in fact be able to 
collectively inform journalism as a profession and help it to adapt the changes 
forecast by youthful consumption habits, rather than simply continue to track 
its current position. Even if this change never occurs, we at least should 
cease being so pessimistic about the future of civil democracy simply because 
most young people do not share the same tastes for news as their parents.  
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Notes
                                                 
i This may also be explained by the fact that this generation are regularly the subject of negative 
coverage on such programs (Evans & Sternberg, 2000; Katz, 1993). 
ii Although the band were criticised for supposedly promoting violence, their politically-driven lyrics 
are heavily focussed on social justice, and are strongly critical of corruption and corporate greed. An 
interesting side-note is that the video clips for their songs ‘Sleep Now in the Fire’ and ‘Testify’ were 
directed by Michael Moore. 
iii I should acknowledge that these kinds of attempts to make journalists submit to direct political 
pressure are not new, nor are they exclusive to one side of the political divide. In fact, almost the exact 
same language was being used during the Cold War, and perhaps reached a zenith during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis – during/after which a senior official in the Kennedy administration told the Washington 
press ‘Look, you are either for us, or against us…’ (Alterman, 2004, p. 136). See Toby Miller’s (2007, 
p. 79-111) truly brilliant critique of the US media’s response to 9/11 for a better insight into the 
phenomenon. 
iv Veteran TV news anchor Tom Brokaw even wrote an article about Stewart for Time magazine’s 2005 
list of the world’s 100 most influential people, calling him ‘a voice for democratic ideals’ (Brokaw, 
2005). 
v As Evidenced, for instance, by John Kerry appearing on the show during his presidential campaign of 
2004. 
vi The show has still run a special Christmas-evening episode each year since it ended its run. 
vii See Harrington (2005, p. 80) for a more complete summary of the research methodology. 
viii Laura made this statement after being asked whether she felt a civic responsibility to watch the 
news. 
ix The failure of The Times – a Seven Network ‘youth’ news program of the mid 1990s, which adopted 
a visual approach to news not dissimilar to a music video (Sternberg, 1995) – further shows the 
problems that result when networks so obviously pitch their shows at a younger demographic through 
overtly stylised content (Sternberg, 2004; 1998, p. 123) 
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